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The artist and scribe, Mesrop Xizanc‘i! — one of the last important 
representatives of the Armenian school of miniaturists of the first half of 
the XVII" century — was born in Xizan, which was at the time an 
important cultural and commercial center situated south of Lake Van. 
His activity covering the period from 1604 to 1652, has practically not 
been investigated. At present, forty four manucripts of this master pre- 
served in various collections have been identified by me*. From his 
colophons, we learn that Mesrop was a pupil of Martiros Xizanc‘i and 
Sargis Mazman, the heads of the Xizan scriptoria*. Although he worked 
for the greater part of his life in New Julfa,the first period of his artistic 
activity is connected with the Xizan school of miniaturists. 

Mesrop’s colophon from the Holy Saviour monastery of New Julfa, 
dated 1623 bears witness to the fact that the artistic activity of the Xizan 
scriptoria had declined considerably in the beginning of the first quarter 
of the XVII" century as the result of the Turko-Persian war: “... at the 
time of the reign of Sah Abbas [I], who brought us many woes /// and I 
am unable to relate more or describe them with my pen /// villages were 
forcibly converted to Islam, Gospels and other books destroyed /// the 


* This study was supported by a grant (#1751/1999) from the Research Support 
Scheme of the Open Society Support Foundation to which I should like to express my 
gratitude. An earlier Armenian version of this article first appeard in Iran Nameh. 

! Vkupny lypquligh|v. His name is given as Mesrop in Catalogue listings. See ARAKEL- 
JAN, 1998, p.153 for a listing of 15 variants of his name found in various colophons. 

2 Ibid., pp.154-158. 

3 DER NERSESSIAN (1958), I, pp.xxxviii-xxxix. The earliest mention of his name as a 
pupil is found in the colophon of a Gospel (Matenadaran #6093) illuminated at Xizan in 
1604 by Martiros Xizanc‘i and his son, the priest Grigoris. See ARAKELJAN, 1998, 
pp. 158-159. 
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Armenian people suffered much sorrow, God knows what will befall it 
hereafter...””*. 

In 1603, the army of Sah Abbas seized Tabriz, the province of Ayrarat 
and the adjoining cantons [gawats]. The historian and chronicler Avak‘el 
Dawrizec‘i bears witness to the fact that the inhabitants of Aré‘éS, 
Berkri, Van, Maku and Erzurum were driven to Iran: “and all of this 
took place over a period of two years, namely 1052 and 1053 according 
to our reckonning (AD 1603-1604)”. In spite of the successes of the 
Persian forces, however, the Turkish army attacked the eastern regions 
of Armenia; in connexion with this, the Sah ordered “under the threat of 
the sword, death and captivity”, the forcible transfer to Persia of the 
population of Juta, Van and the neighbouring cantons.° 

The artists from Xizan were also among the deportees. This massive 
transportation is mentioned in the manuscript illustrated by Mesrop in 
1609: “Dawn rose over Armenia”, wrote the scribe whose name is not 
given, “He [Sah Abbas] destroyed and made desolate all houses and 
dwellings, so that people fled and hid in fortresses and clefts of the 
rocks. Some he found and slaughtered, others he took captive and sent to 
the city of Saws or Isfahan.... And he settled us on the southern side of 
the Zandar river...where we erected houses and buildings and churches 
for our prayers”’. Having established themselves in this new location, 
the Armenians created scriptoria attached to monasteries, and decorated 
churches as well as houses of eminent citizens [xojas] with monumental 
and easel paintings.’ A new direction in Armenian art, known as the 
School of New Julfa, was to develop in New Julfa’. Mesrop Xizanc‘i, 


4 Menologion #490 (21) 20, dated 1623, Monastery of the Holy Saviour, New Julfa, 
fol.633a: “...p plu )q{win)pmpkwh Qwpupg [Tuh U.pluubt, np puqnid suphu kgk h /// 
qpk f, [np] ny jw ph yuniky, ka ilapa wp lw fiky wrk h full Illig prlinpkwdp 
mwhlhwgnj[g] /// Urkinwpuh ke wy], qpfkp wLuyp /// kp, kı dks mu kgk wqqhu Żwu[jng], 
qknkru luj wy fy bul ki quuymquy fi U[unnðn]) E qhutıh, pk qhliş jbo...” See Hov- 
HANNISYAN - HAKOBYAN (1974), Colophons, vol. II, pp.105-106; TER AVETISSIAN (1970), 
vol. I, pp.370-371; K‘IWRTEAN (1951), pp.127-128. 

5 ARAK‘EL DAWRIZEC‘I 1990, p.76: ria h dko kplng wilwg kqkuj, np kp pom 
dbp MOF ke ho:” 

e Ibid., pp.77-89: “upm ku dwhnwdp kL qkpnipkwip sont 

7 Bodleian Library, MS Arm. d.13, dated 1609, f.309a: “umf hwung þh q{k]plwy] 
Zuywunwfwg' qap fuljkug kL wrkpkug, quå[khujh] unlu kL powlarph[itdu, qnpu 
thu yew kt pwfkuj h judpngli br h Skpuyu puwg, qniwfu quiwy lļmnnpk[w]], qniutu 
qkph yup br wwf kuj h Turc fuqwfh UVuywhuli e.. kL phuljkgnjg qukq h 
hwupurulnju lagd qknnjh... ta Qufiznwpny chlkgut untiu kL phwlnrphlti]u, kt 
EhEq[E]gpu jwrywqu wyoppg...”. See HOVHANNISYAN-HAKOBYAN, Colophons, vol. I, pp. 
337-338; BARONIAN - CONYBEARE (1918), pp. 109-110. 

8 CARSWELL (1968), pp. 21-24. 

? On the School of New Julfa, see DER NERSESSIAN - MEKHITARIAN (1986), pp.133-172. 
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Hayrapet and Yakob Julayec‘i [of Julfa] were among the Armenian 
artists deported. They headed scriptoria where they naturally continued 
working in the traditional native styles such as those of Xizan and Van!°. 

As a result of this, from 1608 Mesrop’s second main creative period 
was to take place in New Julfa and Isfahan. Sirarpie Der Nersessian has 
pointed out that already in its initial period, Mesrop was one of the lead- 
ing artists of the new colony, who brought to it the traditions of the later 
period of the School of Xizan.'' However, other miniaturists, who had 
come there from various manuscript centers in Armenia, also developed 
the traditions of their own schools, so that: “XVII century New Julfa 
works are eclectic in character”!?. Certain characteristics can be 
observed in the miniatures with Gospel subjects created in these scripto- 
ria: either their artists abandoned the traditions of the earlier Xizan 
School, or the scenes painted by them were found side by side with com- 
positions from the School of Van. Moreover, the artists mostly used tra- 
ditional iconographic forms. '? With the passage of time, however, some 
of the traditions of Persian art necessarily began to overlay the national 
ones, since the region of Isfahan/New Julfa, where Mesrop and other 
Armenian artists were working, was one of the important artistic centers 
of Iran. 

We will attempt to trace the influence of Iranian art on the painting of 
Mesrop, in particular on the basis of several miniatures from two manu- 
scripts illuminated by this master, namely the Gospel of 1615 and the 
Gospel of 1642. These two manuscripts have been chosen by us for the 
following reason, the first is characteristic of the early work of the artist 
in Persia, the second of his later period. As a result, we will be able to 
analyse two of the master’s miniatures on the same subject created with 
an interval of twenty-seven years. It should be noted that Mesrop 
Xizanc‘i’s miniatures from the Gospel of 1615 will be studied here 
exclusively from the point of view of their subjects, since the technical 
possibilities of the period allowed the French scholar Frédéric Macler to 
reproduce Xizanc‘i ’s illuminations only in black and white in his 1913 
publication'*. The Gospel of 1615 was copied in Isfahan by the priest 
Hayrapet. Macler, who attributed it to the School of Van!°, gave com- 


10 Evans - MERIAN (1994), p.106. 

11 DER NERSESSIAN (1958), vol. I, p. xl. 

12 Ibid., p. xlii. 

13 SANJIAN (1976), p.32. 

14 MACLER (1913). 

15 Ibid., p. 29. At present, this manuscript is part of the collection of the J. Paul Getty 
Museum under the listing Ludwig II.7 and II.7a. The following miniatures from this MS 
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Ill. 1 — Isfahan, Gospel of 1615: “The Holy Women at the Sepulchre”, 
The Chester Beatty Library, MS 576. 


plete descriptions and reproduced all of the artist’s miniatures at his dis- 
posal.!° 


were preserved after 1913: a) one scene from the Gospel cycle, “The Baptism” [Ludwig 
Il.7a]. b) Ten canon tables and four evangelist representations [MATHEWS - WIECK (1994), 
pp. 176-177; TAYLOR (1995), pp. 51-54]. Three other scenes: “The Holy Women at the 
Sepulchre”, “The Betrayal of Judas” and “Christ in Glory”, were formerly in the collec- 
tion of Jacques de Morgan in Paris and are at present in the Chester Beatty Library CBL 
576. According to DER NERSESSIAN (1958),vol. I, p.89, five other folios containing: “The 
Annunciation”, “The Nativity”, “The Washing of Feet”, “The Ascension”, and “The 
Pentecost” were part of the collection of J. Pozzi in Paris. 
16 Ibid., pp. 141-149, pls. xxxiii - xliv. 
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Let us consider two miniatures from this Gospel: the first represents 
the “Holy Women at the Sepulchre”.'’ The artist has interestingly 
divided the subject into two independent compositions. The upper scene 
represents the holy women and the angel of whom the evangelist writes: 
“His countenance was like lightning, and his rainment white as snow” 
[Matt. 28:3]. In the lower portion, however [ill. 1], Mesrop, while keep- 
ing to the text of the Gospel, has depicted the guards in Persian dress! It 
should be noted that Matthew is the only evangelist to mention the 
guards: “And for fear of him [the angel] the keepers did shake, and 
became as dead men” [Matt. 28:4]. And indeed, the dynamism and 
expressiveness of the lower scene are accentuated by the angular shapes 
of the garments and the disposition of the figures themselves. Mesrop 
has minutely depicted all their attributes: the swords, shields, helmets, 
garments and, of course, their faces!®. 

The other miniature from the Gospel of 1615 depicts the “Betrayal of 
Judas’ !*[ill. 2] . Here, only soldiers in Persian dress are represented in 
the background. Macler noted that in this scene, “il n’y a ni Juifs, ni 
Apôtres, ni Pharisiens”.”° Mesrop has sought to render with maximum 
accuracy the faces of the soldiers, who are clearly of Persian type, and 
wearing pointed helmets on their heads. 

As against the case of the abovementioned manuscript, fate has dealt 
kindly with the Gospel of 1642, which comprises twenty-two miniatures 
from the Christological cycle, the portraits of the four evangelists, and 
title pages.?! The manuscript was copied in the village of T‘oréskan 
[Isfahan] by the deacon Vahram and illuminated by Mesrop. The artist 
has treated the scene of the “Betrayal of Judas” [f.136] somewhat dif- 
ferently from the one in the manuscript of 1615: the almost symmetrical 
composition, the abstract forms of the garments and decorations are 
mutually harmonious. Despite the stylised treatment, however, it is easy 
to recognise the Persian dress, but on the contrary, the faces are not ren- 
dered according to the Iranian ethnic type. In the late works of the artist, 
the iconographic representation of Persian examples decreases and he 


17 Thid., pl. xxxviii, fig. 92; DER NERSESSIAN (1958), fig. 51b. 

18 This scene resembles one on the same subject from the Gospel #396 (105), f.12b, 
dated 1607 from the Monastery of the Holy Saviour in New Julfa, which was illustrated 
by the artist Yakob Jutayec‘i [DER NERSESSIAN - MEKHITARIAN (1986) fig. 106, p. 174]. It 
is therefore likely that Mesrop and Yakob worked in the same scriptorium, but in spite of 
a superficial similarity, the styles of the two artists can be distinguished. 

19 MACLER (1913), pl. xxxvii, fig.89. [See P.S. p. 392, JPM] 

0 Thid., p.4. 

21 Matenadaran, Gospel #294, dated 1642. 
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Ill. 2 — Isfahan, Gospel of 1615: “The Betrayal of Judas”, 
The Chester Beatty Library, ms 576. 
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follows the Armenian tradition to a greater extent. Consequently, we are 
faced with the question, what is the reason for the appearance in Mes- 
rop’s miniatures from the Gospel of 1615 of soldiers of Persian ethnic 
type from every point of view (faces, equipment)? 

The School of Xizan existed for approximately 350 years (from the 
first half of the XIV" century to the beginning of the XVII").”? It was 
connected with the School of Vaspurakan related to it, this was linked in 


22 HovSEP‘YAN (1974), p.190; DRAMPYAN (1939), p.19. 
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turn with the art of Cappadocia, of the Syrian-Arab lands, Persia and 
Mesopotamia, all of which formed a particular cultural milieu.” For this 
reason, certain manuscripts illuminated in the region of Xizan, long 
before Mesrop, display a series of features taken from Arabo-Persian 
paintings and costumes. The Gospel of 1455 from the Walters Gallery 
illuminated by Xač‘atur may belong to this group.” In this manuscript, 
some similarity with Islamic art may be noted in the costumes and in 
certain figures in the scene of the “Holy Women at the Sepulchre”, but 
the expressiveness of these works distinguishes them from the graceful 
style of Persian miniatures, as was observed by Der Nersessian.” 

Mesrop was most likely familiar with the manuscripts illuminated by 
his predecessors and probably used this material interpreting it in his 
own fashion in his works. Since he was living in Iran, Mesrop was in a 
position to see Islamic illuminated manuscripts, in particular the scene 
of “The Death of Piran” [f. 22a] from the XV" century Sahnameh of 
Firdausi, one of the most dramatic and powerful fragment of the poem, 
depicting the defeat of the Turkih forces by the victorious Persian 
army.*°In this miniature, the Iranian hero Gudarz is depicted in pursuit 
of the Turkish giant [bogatyr] Piran. A good deal of similarity can be 
observed between the garb of Gudarz and the guards and soldiers 
depicted by Xizanc‘i. 

Hence, the appearance of Iranians in Gospel scenes might be 
explained by the adoption of a foreign tradition by Mesrop. Another 
explanation which seems to us more convincing may, however, be pos- 
sible. At the beginning of this article, we gave a brief chronicle of the 
historical events concerning the horrors of the raids and the deportation 
of the Armenian population of which Mesrop was a witness. The images 
of Persian soldiers were undoubtedly fixed in the memory of the artist. 
This fact allows us to understand the reason for the appearance of a his- 
torical contradiction in Christian manuscripts, namely the presence of 
Persian and not Roman soldiers in the scene of “The Betrayal of Judas”. 
For this reason, it is possible, that Xizanc‘i, being an unquestionably tal- 
ented artist, based himself not on an artistic tradition, but rather was 
influenced by his own experiences. This seemingly is the explanation for 
the expressiveness in the miniature of the Gospel of 1615, since only 
seven to ten years had elapsed since the forcible shift of the population. 


233 HAKOBYAN (1978), p.8, 

233 Walters Art Gallery, Gospel W543, dated 1455. 
25 DER NERSESSIAN (1973), fig. 25, f. 10b. 

26 Central Asiatic Miniatures (1964), fig. 4, p.20. 


386 M. ARAK‘ELYAN 


In the case of the Gospel of 1642, however, the passage of almost three 
decades naturally weakened his emotions so that in this miniature the 
ethnic character of the soldiers’ faces has been erased. 

Let us consider other examples. A clear repesentation of Persian mil- 
itary garb is found in the illustration of “Xusran and his army crossing 
Lake Zarax” in a manuscript copied for Sah Abbas in 1590.27 A com- 
parison of the representation of the warriors in this miniature with the 
soldiers of Mesrop reveals a great similarity. Another example may be 
found in a miniature of 1620 representing “The Royal Hunt’’®. The sol- 
diers at the bottom of this composition resemble the guards in the scene 
of “The Betrayal of Judas” in the Gospel of 1642. The representation 
here of a specifically Persian costume by Xizanc‘i is confirmed by the 
conical helmet or kukullus and the knee-length garment. The shape of 
this headdress is taken from the Phrygian cap, which the Persians 
adopted, but made tall and conical with a slight inclination toward the 
front [cf. the Safavid type of turban]. This cap appears in the early rep- 
resentations of the Persian god Mithras and this form reappears in the 
XIV" and XV" centuries.” The type of the large and ample turban is not 
known in the XV" and XVI" century Persia.°° 

In his introduction to the work of Sirarpie Der Nersessian on the 
Armenian Miniatures from Isfahan, H.H. Katholikos Karekin I noted that 
the Armenian masters had borrowed Persian artistic traditions from dec- 
orative ornamentation and scenes of everyday life.*! This link can indeed 
be observed in a comparison of Persian ornamentation and the decoration 
of the canon table and incipits executed by Mesrop. For example, in the 
upper part of the canon table of the Gospel of 1615, the artist has placed 
his name, MESRoP CAŁKOŁI “MEsROP ILLUMINATOR” on a braided orna- 
mental tablet*? whose design coincides with an Iranian original placed on 
either side of the cartouche of the miniature: “The magnanimous vizir 
saves a young brigand from execution”, from Saadi’s Gulistan executed 
in Bukhara in 1566-1567. It should further be noted that this is a manu- 
script of one of the most widely read works in the Near East* and conse- 
quently that Mesrop might well have been acquainted with it. 


27 MARTIN (1968), fig.144. 
28 Thid., fig.262. 
29 HALL (1974), p.145. 
30 TALBOT (1971), pp.162-166. 
31 DER NERSESSIAN - MEKHITARIAN (1986), p.18. 
32 MACLER (1913), pl. xli, fig. 97; TAYLOR (1995), p.54. 
Russian National Library, St Petersburg. New Persian Series MS 110, Bukhara, 
1566-1567, f. 12b. PUGACENKOVA - GALERKINA (1979), tab.44. 
34 Central Asiatic Miniatures (1964), p.22. 
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Ill. 3 — Isfahan, Gospel of 1642: Fragment of the incipit of the Gospel of Mark (f.94a), 
Matenadaran MS 294. 


In the manuscript of the Xamse of Nizami, in the miniature represent- 
ing “Bahram receiving guests” executed in Isfahan in 1614,*> and that 
of Saadi’s Gulistan, in the illustration to the seventh chapter “On the 
benefits of education” ,® are found details of arches very similar in their 
graphic design to the cut-outs in the center of the incipit miniatures of 
the Gospels of Mark [f.94a; ill.3] and of Luke [f.141a; ill.4] from the 
Gospel of 1642.%” In both cases the inner face of the vault of the pointed 
arch is drawn with volutes turning inward. In the Gospel of John 
[f.215a], the decorative patterns filling the entire field of the incipit are 
reminiscent of the Persian tiles in the churches of New Julfa.** The pat- 
terns forming the lower border of the ornamentation of the incipit in the 
Gospel of Mark [f.94a] are likewise reminiscent of Persian calligraphy. 
Finally, the extremely richly ornamented title page of Jami’s famous 


35 BL Add. 16761, f.389a; Persian Miniatures (1976), slide OM 87. 

36 Central Asiatic Miniatures (1964), f.905. 

37 See n°. 21. 

38 It is interesting to note that the pointed arches edging the text with golden lines are 
an imitation of Islamic manuscripts [EVANS - MERIAN (1994), p.108]. 
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Ill. 4 — Isfahan, Gospel of 1642: Fragment of the incipit of the Gospel of Luke (f.141a), 
Matenadaran MS 294. 


Ill. 5 — Bukhara, 1603, JAMI, Yusuf and Zuleika: Fragment of the title page, 
Russian National Library, New Persian Series, MS 276, f.111b. 
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poem Yusuf and Zuleika*® can serve as a convincing example of this 
opinion (see the incipits illuminated by Mesrop in the Gospel of 1642).*° 

The layout of the composition of the ornamental arches on the title 
pages and their graphic designs in the works of Xizanc‘i and of the Per- 
sian artists of the XVI" and XVII" centuries are to be found, however, 
in manuscripts executed in Cilicia at the turn of the XIII to the XIV" 
century, and in the Armenian homeland in the XIV"-XVI"™ centuries. 
The Cilician miniaturists present the decorative incipits in rectangular or 
II shapes. Their outlines are primarily trilobated or form the 3/4 of a cir- 
cle. The corners of the outlines are filled with ornaments, as is charac- 
teristic for the nineties of the XIII" century.*! The following manuscripts 
— including the title page of the Gospel of John in the Gospel of 1290 
[f.245a]* and the title page of the Book of Joshua in the Bible of 
Het‘um II, dating from 1295 [f.97b]*? — preserved in the Matenadaran, 
belong to this group.** Another example of a similar pointed arch is to 
be found in the upper part of the canon table in the Gospel of 1323 exe- 
cuted at Glajor by the artist T‘oros Taronac‘i.** The appearance of this 
ornamental pattern in the incipits and canon tables of Cilician manu- 
scripts as early as the XIII century and in Greater Armenia at the begin- 
ning of the XIV" is to be explained by the surrounding Islamic milieu. 
This ornmentation of the vaults belongs originally to an Arabian type 
whose forms were subsequently adopted and developed by the Persian 
artists of the XVI - XVII" centuries. 

The foregoing analysis allows us to reach the following conclusion. 
The first stage of Mesrop Xizanc‘i’s activity was linked to the miniature 
Schools of Vaspurakan and Xizan of the XVI - XVII" centuries in 
which he received his artistic formation. After the deportation to Iran, 
where the artist spent the greater part of his life and of his artistic activ- 
ity, the influence of Persian painting can be felt in the series of the minia- 
tures considered here, such as “The Holy Women at the Sepulchre”, 
“The Betrayal of Judas” and the title pages of the Gospels of Mark and 
Luke. It is primarily observed in facial representations, in costumes, and 
in the ornamental execution of the incipits of Gospel manuscripts. 


38 CARSWELL (1968), pp.26-29. 

3° Russian National Library, Saint Petersburg. New Persian Series MS 276, Bukhara 
1603, f.111b. Central Asiatic Minuatures (1964). 

40 Matenadaran Gospel #294, fragment of f.111b reproduced in ill. 5. 

41 KAZARJAN-MANUKIAN (1991), p.194. 

42 Matenadaran, Gospel #5736, dated 1290. 

43 Matenadaran, Bible of Het‘um II #180, dated 1295. 

44 KAZARIJAN - MANUKJAN (1991), p.187, fig. 348; p. 195, fig. 361. 

45 DourNovo (1969), pl. 58; Glajor Gospel, Matenadaran #6289, dated 1323. 
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